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My  experience  in  the  field  of  orientation  and  mobility  with  small  children 
has  all  been  gained  at  the  ’’Refsnaes school”,  where  I  worked  as  a  mobility 
instructor  for  8  years. 

The  ’’Refsnaes school”  is  an  institute  for  blind  and  partially  sighted  children 
in  Denmark.  Beside  the  100  schoolchildren  there  are  about  18  pre-school 
children. 

In  1968  my  colleague  Wanda  Williams  started  the  mobility  training  at  the 
”R efsnaes school” .  At  that  time  the  greatest  need  for  mobility  was,  of  cour¬ 
se,  in  the  group  of  teenagers  and  adolescents.  But  later  it  was  obvious 
that  also  the  small  children  were  in  great  need  of  orientation  and  mobility 
-  and  now,  we  find  that  you  can  hardly  start  the  training  early  enough. 

We  have  experienced  that  it  is  not  enough  for  the  child  to  be  taught  by  a 
mobility  instructor  -  you  must  have  a  whole  team  of  grown-ups.  If  I  as 
a  mobility  instructor  were  to  give  lessons  to  a  child  of  about  3  or  4  years 
old  at  the  school,  I  can  only  spare  about  one  lesson  twice  a  week.  That  is 
not  enough  for  a  small  child.  He  or  she  has  to  have  some  training  each 
day  -  a  little  training  in  the  morning  and  a  little  training  in  the  afternoon  - 
or  let  us  say,  he  needs  training,  whenever  he  is  capable  of  learning. 

Therefore,  I  will  always  have  a  grown-up  person  with  me  during  a  lesson  - 
a  person,  who  has  the  daily  contact  with  the  child.  He  or  she  will  see  what 
I  do  with  the  child,  how  I  instruct  the  child  and  how  the  child  reacts  and 
cooperates.  The  next  day  the  grown-up  person  might  go  for  a  little  walk 
with  the  child  and  then  they  do  not  have  to  hold  hands  all  the  time.  They 
can  use  the  same  words  about  the  environment,  the  landmarks  and  the 
sounds  as  the  child  used  the  day  before  during  the  mobility  lesson. 

It  is  so  easy  for  the  grown-up  and  for  the  child  too  to  walk  hand  by  hand, 
because  the  grown-up  has  all  the  responsibility.  The  grown-up  can  tell 
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about  where  he  is  going  with  the  child  -  what  all  the  sounds  mean  and  what 
all  the  landmarks  indicate.  The  child  will  listen,  but  there  is  a  great 
difference  between  listening  to  what  a  grown-up  tells  you  and  to  take  the 
responsibility  yourself.  It  is  not  until  the  child  is  walking  without  handtouch 
that  he  feels  the  responsibility  and  then  he  will  find  the  need  of  knowing  the 
landmarks,  the  need  of  knowing  what  the  sounds  are  telling.  At  that  point  - 
the  child  will  be  able  to  learn. 

On  the  other  hand  it  is  important  not  to  make  the  work  too  hard  for  the 
child.  It  is  impossible  for  the  child  to  concentrate  all  day.  There  must  be 
a  time  for  learning  and  a  time  for  relaxation.  The  child  must  feel  the 
teaching  as  a  game  -  and  must  not  realize  how  hard  work  it  really  is  to 
learn  to  move  around. 

If,  for  example,  you  want  to  teach  a  girl  of  about  4  or  5  years  old  a  small 
outdoor  route,  you  just  do  it  the  ordinary  mobility  way.  First  you  sliow  her 
the  route,  while  you  tell  her  about  the  landmarks  and  the  sounds.  Next  time 
you  walk  the  same  route,  but  this  time  you  walk  backwards  in  front  of  the 
girl  and  you  are  both  talking  about  the  landmarks  and  sounds.  Later  you 
walk  behind  the  girl,  while  she  tells  you  about  the  landmarks  and  the  sounds. 
The  next  step  is  the  most  difficult  for  the  girl.  It  is  the  point  at  which  you 
make  yourself  less  and  less  needed.  You  speak  less  and  let  her  go  further 
and  further  away  from  you,  so  that  she  has  the  feeling  of  being  more  alone. 
You  have  come  far  the  day  the  child  is  willing  to  go  from  one  place  to 
another  without  contact. 

When  he  or  she  has  progressed  this  far,  the  child  will  have  the  satisfaction 
of  knowing  that  it  is  possible  to  solve  some  problems  alone.  This  will  en¬ 
courage  the  child  to  continue  with  the  new  tasks  and  it  gives  new  experiences, 
which  prepare  the  child  to  meet  later  difficulties,  which  always  accompany 
the  lack  of  sight. 
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Come  on  -  I’m  here. 


Go  on,  I’m  with  youo 
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MA  PPING 


How  do  you  do  the  mapping  with  small  children?  It  is  difficult  for  a  small 
child  to  think  theoretically  and  therefore  it  is  impossible  for  most  small 
children  to  understand  a  map.  So  instead  we  use  a  taperecorder .  Most 
blind  and  partially  sighted  children  are  used  to  operate  a  taperecorder  - 
and  they  like  it.  So,  when  we  have  had  a  lesson,  we  sit  down  and  talk  to  the 
taperecorder.  The  child  tells  the  taperecorder  what  he  did  right  or  wrong. 
Through  this  storytelling,  I  can  control,  if  the  child  has  understood  the 
instructions  and  the  child  is  delighted  to  listen  to  his  own  voice,  while  the 
recorder  repeats  the  route  over  and  over  again.  In  this  way  we  make  a 
mental  verbal  map. 


C  OUESES 

It  is  very  important  for  the  mobility  instructor  to  teach  the  people  who  have 
the  daily  contact  with  the  child.  This  means,  that  a  lot  of  work  of  the 
mobility  instructor  consists  of  making  courses  for  parents,  kindergarden- 
teachers,  schoolteachers  and  other  people  in  the  child’s  surroundings. 

This  is  not  only  for  the  children  at  our  own  school,  but  for  all  blind  and 
partially  sighted  children  in  the  whole  country. 

At  the  ’’Refsnaesschool”  we  just  had  a  course  where  we  invited  parents  with 
their  children  -  8  children  and  12  parents  came  to  stay  at  the  school  for 
the  whole  week.  It  was  hard  work  for  everyone  involved  -  for  the  children, 
for  the  parents  and  for  the  mobility  instructors.  We  worked  from  morning 
till  late  in  the  afternoon  -  and  we  find  that  especially  this  course,  which  we 
have  once  a  year,  is  very  important,  because  there  you  have  the  chance 
to  get  in  good  contact  with  the  parents  and  you  get  down  to  the  fact  that  the 
primary  persons  to  teach  the  children  orientation  are  the  parents,  because 
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they  are  together  with  the  child  all  day.  Many  of  the  parents  are  frightened 
to  let  their  blind  or  partially  sighted  child  walk  without  handtouch  and  they 
hide  behind  a  shelter  by  saying:  ’’well,  this  is  not  my  job  -  it  is  for  the 
mobility  instructor  to  be  done  later  on”  -  but  ”later  on”  might  be  too  late, 
because  the  child  is  much  more  open  to  his  surroundings  when  he  is  3  or  4 
years  old,  than  if  he  starts  to  walk  by  himself,  when  he  is  7  to  8  years 
old. 

It  is  also  nice  for  the  parents  to  meet  each  other  and  to  talk  about  the  same 
problems  and  especially  to  see  other  parents’  visually  handicapped 
children  and  see  how  they  get  along. 

At  these  courses  we  make  small  routes  in  which  the  parents  have  to  teach 
their  own  child,  and  they  have  to  walk  the  routes  themselves  blindfolded. 

SIGHTED  GUIDE 

Do  we  teach  small  children  the  use  of  the  sighted  guide?  Yes  we  do  -  but  of 
course  you  cannot  ask  the  child  to  grip  your  arm  just  over  your  elbow,  so 
you  have  to  hold  the  child  in  his  hand.  Doing  this,  you  must  be  aware  of 
holding  your  arm  stretched  backwards,  so  you  have  your  child  the  legal  i 
meter  behind  yourself.  You  are  not  allowed  to  relax  in  your  arm,  because 
your  arm  and  wrist  are  the  indicators  for  the  child,  telling  him  what  to  do. 

Many  small  children  like  to  cling  to  your  hand  and  that  makes  it  hard  for 
the  grown-up  person  to  walk  with  the  child  -  so,  instead  of  holding  hands, 
you  can  let  the  child  hold  only  your  index  finger.  That  makes  it  impossible 
for  the  child  to  hang  on  your  hand  -  he  has  to  walk  by  himself  with  a  slight 
contact  -  and  you  are  still  able  to  use  the  technique  of  sighted  guide. 
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MULTIHANDICAPPED  CHILDREN 


We  also  teach  our  small  multihandicapped  children,  because  they  also  have 
a  need  of  moving  from  one  place  to  another.  We  use  the  normal  techniques 
for  orientation  in  a  short  and  not  too  difficult  route.  But  we  must  be  very 
careful  not  to  use  too  many  words.  This  will  only  confuse  the  child.  One 
must  remember  to  use  and  repeat  the  same  words  each  time  for  the  same 
landmarks  and  echoes.  If  you  are  patient,  the  child  one  day  will  be  able  to 
walk  the  route  he  is  in  need  of. 

To  the  benefit  of  our  multihandicapped  children  we  have  linked  all  our  buil¬ 
dings  with  flagstones  and  to  show,  where  to  turn  away  from  a  pavement,  we 
have  marked  the  pavement  with  cobblestones. 

Some  people  think  that  this  is  too  much  help  for  the  blind  child,  because  this 
system  does  not  exist  in  the  realistic  city  environment. 


stones. 


Hurra  - 
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But  as  we  conduct  a  school  for  blind  children,  we  want  to  help  the  multihan¬ 
dicapped  children  who  maybe  shall  never  be  able  to  walk  by  themselves  in 
the  city.  The  other  children  will  learn  the  difficult  tasks  outside  the  school 
area. 


CANE  TECHNIQUE 

Then  comes  the  questions:  at  what  age  do  you  teach  the  children  to  use  the 
white  cane?  We  start  the  training  with  the  cane  with  some  children,  when 
they  are  about  6  years  old. 


When  the  child  is  willing  and  when 
the  child  is  mature  enough  and  is 
concious  of  his  own  body,  we  find  that 
6  to  7  years  old  is  the  proper  age  to 
start  the  canetraining.  For  children 
at  that  age  it  is  much  easier  to  learn. 
If  you  start  the  canetraining,  when 
the  child  is  12  years  old,  he  will  have 
so  many  other  things  to  think  about  - 
he  is  growing  into  adolescence  and  the 
schoolwork  is  so  much  harder. 

If  you  start  the  canetraining,  when  the 
child  is  in  a  playing  age,  the  child  is 
much  more  willing  to  learn  and  much 
more  eager  to  start  the  task  of  the 
cane  technique .  But  do  not  make  it 
hard  work  for  the  child  -  of  course, 
the  child  must  know  that  it  is  work  he 
is  doing,  but  it  must  not  be  tiring, 
because  then  he  will  refuse  to  coope- 
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rate.  So  when  we  start  with  the  canetraining,  we  only  give  a  lesson  of  about 
5  minutes  at  a  time.  Just  to  have  the  cane  in  the  hand,  just  to  make  a  few 
swings  with  the  cane  and  just  to  walk  a  little  with  it.  Then  you  stop,  while 
the  child  still  thinks  it  is  fun.  Later  you  might  give  him  10  minutes  and 
slowly  you  can  increase  the  time  for  training. 

When  you  teach  a  grown-up  person  how  to  use  the  cane,  you  will  find  your¬ 
self  using  a  lot  of  difficult  words.  You  tell  them  how  to  place  their  foot 
in  this  way  and  contact  the  ground  with  the  cane  in  that  way.  Left  foot  and 
right  cane.  As  it  is  not  natural  for  the  body,  it  is  difficult  to  understand 
and  it  is  also  difficult  for  the  children  to  understand  -  so  we  have  stopped 
saying  all  these  things.  We  just  give  the  child  the  c^e  in  his  hand,  showing 
him  how  to  swing  and  let  him  go.  We  walk  very  tight  and  close  to  the  child, 
we  touch  the  child,  while  we  are  walking  to  give  him  the  lythm  in  the  body 
through  our  own  body  and  we  might  sing  a  little  song  to  give  the  child  the 
right  rythm. 

During  the  first  lessons  you  do  not  want  to  correct  the  child  very  much, 
just  let  him  walk  with  a  rythm  and  not  too  slowly,  otherwise  he  will  loose 
his  balance. 

After  some  lessons  you  start  telling  him  where  to  put  the  cane  in  front  of 
his  foot.  At  this  time  he  has  a  rythm,  he  has  a  swing  and  he  can  walk  fast. 
Not  until  then  does  he  have  to  learn  where  to  put  the  cane  in  front  of  himself. 
Now  comes  the  time,  when  he  must  coordinate  all  the  movements. 

When  you  start  teaching  cane  technique  to  small  children,  they  will  only 
have  the  cane  during  the  mobility  lesson^  When  the  lesson  is  over,  we 
leave  the  cane  in  the  mobility  instructor’s  room.  The  child  is  not  allowed 
to  take  it  home  yet. 

Of  course,  you  do  not  train  the  children  in  mobility  all  year  round.  They 
have  their  lessons  for  about  3  months.  Then  the  child  has  a  pause  and  after 
another  3  months  or  maybe  6  months,  the  child  will  again  be  offered  mobi- 
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lity.  When  the  child  starts  mobility  again,  you  find  yourself  very  surpri¬ 
sed,  because  when  the  child  takes  the  cane  in  his  hand,  he  will  use  it, 
as  if  he  has  had  the  training  the  day  before.  Very  often  I  have  said  to  the 
child:  "Let  me  see  how  you  do  it,  I  bet  you  forgot  all  about  it"  -  and  the 
child  answers:  "I  bet  you  I  have  not"  -  and  the  child  is  right. 

Within  a  few  years  the  child  will  be  able  to  start  mobility  training  in  the 
city  to  get  accustomed  to  the  movements  of  the  .traffic  and  to  be  acquain¬ 
ted  with  the  mystery  of  a  traffic  light.  That  does  not  mean  that  we  will  let  a 
child  of  9  or  10  years  old  walk  all  by  himself  in  the  city.  But  it  will  be 
easier  for  him  later,  when  he  knows  the  technique  in  advance. 

For  about  4  years  we  have  tried  to  teach  small  children  the  cane  techni¬ 
que  and  we  find  that  it  saves  us  a  lot  of  lessons.  I  might  say  that  a  child 
6  years  of  age  needs  less  than  half  the  lessons  that  a  12  year  old  child 
needs  to  learn  the  cane  technique.  This  we  do  -  not  just  to  save  time  for 
the  expensive  mobility  instructor  -  we  do  it,  because  it  is  much  easier  for 
the  children  to  have  the  technique  built  into  their  body  at  an  early  age,  so 
they  do  not  have  troubles  with  their  technique,  when  they  later  have  all 
the  orientation  tasks  on  their  way  to  the  city. 

/ 

We  have  taught  several  teenagers  the  cane  technique  and  when  some  of 
them  came  down  to  the  city,  they  became  shy,  because  of  the  cane,  so 
they  preferred  to  go  without  a  cane.  But  if  you  have  trained  the  child  from 
6-7-8  years  old,  they  find  it  natural  to  use  the  cane,  and  they  would  not 
dream  of  going  downtown  without  it.  It  becomes  as  natural  to  take  your 
cane  as  to  bring  your  coat. 
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